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Introduction 
Thinking through the Elements; from Water to the 
Elemental  
 
 
Figure 1. Anna Battersby, Traces, 2016. 
Drawn In   
It all began with water: something so ‘elemental’, so everyday, and yet, too vast and 
unfathomable to understand as an entire concept.  
In my preceding work, I began an exploration into the psychological effects of water, 
why I was drawn to water and how I felt it affected me. This led to researching 
philosopher Gaston Bachelard’s Water and Dreams whereby the ‘material 
imagination’1 is explored in relation to water. My porcelain works, Traces (2016-17) 
(fig.1), intended to ‘capture’ something of the ephemeral quality of water into the 
                                                
1 Gaston Bachelard, Water and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Matter, Dallas, Tx: Pegasus 
Foundation. (Original Work Published 1942) (1983), 1. 
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permanence of clay. The processes by which the works were created were essential 
to the meaning of the work, whereby liquid clay, water and cobalt were brought 
together, allowing the materials to merge and combine via chance gestures and 
directed movement. The results of these material actions were realised in the forms as 
visually intriguing patterns that could be likened to the surface of water, igniting the 
material imagination for the viewer. 
During this period of contemplation on water as both a material and a subject, I began 
to perceive it as an element that is at once immense and personal. As Bachelard says 
of water, a certain intimacy can be associated with this element.2 It can be understood 
as being a part of us, as well as a part of the greater world. It is also intimate as it 
invites introspective contemplation of one’s own being.3 I can relate to this in my art 
practice, particularly within the ceramics medium, whereby both solitary and personal 
interactions with the materials can take place. In the Romantic painting Wanderer 
Above a Sea of Fog by Caspar David Friedrich (fig.2), we may perceive this notion of 
the elemental as both contemplative and expansive. 
                                                
2 Ibid., 6. 
3 Ibid., 50. 
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Figure 2. Caspar David Friedrich, Wanderer above a Sea of Fog, c. 1818, oil on canvas, 948×748 mm, 
Hamburg, Hamburger Kunsthalle, Oxford Art Online. Oxford University Press. Accessed October 14, 
2017.  
 
My 2017 Honours work began by broadening this thought process to include the 
whole of the elemental rather than only water. I became interested to see if the other 
classical elements (Earth, Air, Water and Fire) had the same hold over me that water 
had. I found that individually they did not capture my imagination as water had done, 
perhaps because water as a singular concept seemed the most relatable to the body, 
more tangible than air, and less of a threat than fire. However, this then led me to take 
the perspective of the elemental as an interconnected realm and not separated into 
fixed categories, which was a far more intriguing notion. Theorist David Macaulay, 
who writes on elemental philosophy, explains how the well-known elements of earth, 
air, fire and water can be widened to include such elements as heat, ice, light, night 
and stone, for example.4 But going even further than this, the ‘elemental’, as described 
by authors Linda Ardito and John Murangi in their book Elemental Sensuous, is a 
sensuous living force, which can be experienced and felt, yet never categorised. This 
                                                
4 David Macauley, Elemental Philosophy: Earth, Air, Fire, and Water as Environmental Ideas (Suny 
Press, 2010), 324. 
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intriguing force is never something we can fully grasp, as it’s always never entirely 
revealed to us.5 I began to wonder how I could access this ‘realm’. 
My Honours project conceptually and materially explores this realm by employing an 
understanding of the elemental as ‘an enveloping or underlying medium’ and one 
where we can see ourselves integrated and ‘deeply entwined’. The elemental is a 
sensuous world of which we are a part.6 This becomes apparent through the 
sensuousness of the materials I am using and in the connections made between the 
materials, the processes and myself.  
I look for a way to perceive the elemental in my work because the elemental 
“entanglement”7 of human and non-human interactions is, for me, about illuminating a 
sensory experience of the world, and a phenomenological way of seeing the world; 
one that can visually and materially be experienced through the work. In brief, my 
ceramics works are the outcomes of my interactions with a symbolically chosen group 
of clays, oxides and glazes. A number of inventive slipcast works, and hand-gestured 
and wheel-based assemblage works come together with the addition of hidden lights 
to create an open-ended installation (fig.3). 
 
 
Figure 3. Anna Battersby, Works in Progress (WIP): slipcast ‘spherical’ works (left), gestured 
assemblage work (centre) and flat slipcast work (right), 2017. 
 
                                                
5 Linda Ardito, and John Murungi, eds, Elemental Sensuous: Phenomenology and Aesthetics 
(Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2016), x. 
6 Macauley, 324-25. 
7 Tim Ingold, Being Alive: Essays on Movement, Knowledge and Description (New York;London;: 
Routledge, 2011), 64. 
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The work is informed by my theoretical and practical research that began with 
investigating the vibrancy of matter within a New Materialism8 framework. The 
research then evolved towards an understanding of the entanglement of elemental 
materials and processes (as per anthropologist Tim Ingold, and in turn philosophers 
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari), and finally culminating in a more poetic and 
phenomenological view of the elemental (as per author and professor Alphonso 
Lingis). I find myself very drawn to the idea that this realm, the elemental, can be 
accessed in a number of ways, and that it may provide another reading of the world 
one inhabits. In my final works, the intention is that the viewer is able to become a part 
of this reading whereby the sensuous materiality of the works has the same ‘drawing 
in’ effect on them. 
                                                
8 Anna Hickey-Moody and Tara Page, Arts, Pedagogy and Cultural Resistance: New 
Materialisms (New York;London;: Rowman & Littlefield International, 2016), 169. Hickey-
Moody describes New Materialism as a tool for reassessing the agency of matter, which 
particularity may be related to arts practice and research. 
6 
Overall Work and Influences 
Elemental Agency 
The elemental is an enormous and well-documented topic of discussion in relation to 
many different fields and theories today including phenomenology, philosophy, and 
environmental politics.  
Jane Bennett describes ‘Vibrant Matter’, in her book of the same title, as an 
understanding that all things and matter, however inert they may seem to us, in fact 
have vitality and an agency.9 This can certainly be said of the elemental realm, of 
which matter is primary. The elements are constantly in states of transformation and 
movement. They are never inert but “wander and connect”.10 In a classical 
understanding;  
…for Empedocles the elements themselves are vortex- spawning, without parti-
tion, from micro- to macrocosm. Dense earth and weighty water sink, air and 
fire rise, and all matter spirals, a gyre of renewal and catastrophe.11  
In looking at the vibrancy of the elemental, it is possible to perceive this agency within 
the intimate matter that is the clays, minerals, and other materials from the ceramics 
medium that I am engaging with. This subscribes to a New Materialist understanding 
of the world and the matter of which it is comprised. Deleuze and Guattari, who have 
been cited by many New Materialist writers, propose theories on what they call 
‘matter-movement, matter-flow and matter-energy’ which allows one to perceive 
matter as always in flux, always ‘in-between’ and always relating to each other 
whereby “matter enters assemblages and then leaves them”.12 Bennett surmises this 
as a “vital materialism… where there is no point of pure stillness”.13 In Ingold’s 
writings, he contests that speaking of agency is irrelevant as matter was never inert, 
9 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Duke University Press, 2009). 
10 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Lowell Duckert, eds., Elemental Ecocriticism: Thinking with Earth, Air, 
Water, and Fire (University of Minnesota Press, 2015), 3. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 474. 
13 Bennett, 57. 
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but was always consisting of “hives of activities pulsing with the flows of materials”, 
humans included.14  
Upon further research of this discussion of agencies, I am able to see the connection 
to my work, and in turn, perceive that this vitality is in all the materials I engage with. 
Practically, by allowing the materials in my work to split, move and fire without my full 
control (fig.4), I’m engaging in this idea of material and elemental agency, where all 
agencies combine to create the forms. This push-pull of agencies, in a New Materialist 
understanding, has been a crucial starting point for the creation of my work and 
allowed a greater understanding of the elemental as fully intertwined with the 
“things”15 or the “matter-flow”16 of life.  
 
 
Figure 4. Anna Battersby, Split porcelain bowl with light source (left) and circular assemblage (right), 
2017. 
 
In the book Elemental Ecocriticism, Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Lowell Duckert suggest 
that by allowing a certain anthropomorphism in thinking about the elements, that is, by 
relating ourselves to them in some way, we can understand the materialities of the 
                                                
14 Ingold, 29. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Deleuze and Guattari, 474. 
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world much easier than by looking at nature or the environment as broad terms, or 
conversely, in terms of subatomic particles, which can both be ungraspable ideas.17 
On a theoretical level, the elemental provides a connection point, one that may allow 
us to appreciate the elemental world that both surrounds us and lives within us. On a 
practical level in my work, this shifting of perspective of macro to micro (as per 
Empedocles) can be executed in the small yet visually complex details of some of the 
works (fig.5) and via a larger perspective seen in the full installation. The 
anthropomorphism that they promote is something I am exploring in my work via 
implementing the gesture at times. Bennett also relates to this anthropomorphic 
mindset when discussing the vitality of matter, which is also elemental, the so as to 
counter our self-centered notion of agency.18  
Figure 5. Anna Battersby, Slipcasts in progress creating detailed cobalt patterns, 2017. 
In his book Elemental Philosophy, David Macaulay suggests that elements are the 
“the shock of the real” that allow us to “see again for a spell the way children perceive 
the universe as brimming with marvels”.19 This feels like a true statement as when one 
adjusts to this mode of thinking, the world can indeed be read with a fresh materially-
led perspective, and one familiar to artists such Anita Regel. Her works Resting (fig.6), 
and In Transition (fig.7) are created via a layering of processes. The materials inform 
17 Cohen and Duckert, 13. 
18 Ibid., xvi.  
19 David Macauley, Elemental Philosophy: Earth, Air, Fire, and Water as Environmental Ideas (Suny 
Press, 2010), 355. 
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each other in the outcome of the work, and moments of deep cracks and flaking glaze 
reveal the vibrancy of these materials. I am very attracted to the way these 
anthropomorphic works dynamically reveal something of the elemental. 
 
 
Figure 6. Anita Regel, Resting, 2017, glazed stoneware, mixed media, 7.90h x 13w x 8d inches. 
Accessed 10 October, 2017. http://www.jasonjacques.com/artworks/resting 
 
 
Figure 7. Anita Regel, In Transition, 2017, glazed stoneware, mixed media, 15.75h x 7.09w x 7.09d 
inches. Accessed 10 October, 2017. http://www.jasonjacques.com/artworks/in-transition 
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Material and Process Detailing 
Imagery via process 
The imagery that can be seen both in the forms and the surfaces of my works-in-
progress (in oxides, gesture marks and clay types) are all created solely through the 
collaboration with the material. By that I mean that I do not apply any surface 
treatment or imagery but instead create these via the processes involved. This is a 
deliberate strategy to enable multiple readings and an accessible work allowing open 
interpretations to the viewer.  
For example, in some of the spherical-based work (fig.8), skin like qualities can be 
perceived in the thin, softly textured areas of white porcelain that has formed in the 
mould, or in the flat porcelain pieces (fig.9), ‘global’ or macro imagery may be 
perceived in the micro details on the works. Because of this, the viewer’s material 
imagination can be ignited. 
 
Figure 8. Anna Battersby, Translucent slip tests with light source, in assemblage (left) and detail (right), 
2017.  
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Figure 9. Anna Battersby, Flat slip test pieces, 2017. 
 
Movement and action 
Movement and action is key to the entanglement of the work. In the slipcasting work 
or on the potters wheel, energy is released and, along with the materials, settles finally 
and is transformed. The same entanglement can occur in the gestural heavier 
components of the works through manipulation or pressure on the clay. Through the 
combination of different methods of production, different interactions with the clay is 
important as it allows a range of visual and tactile outcomes. However, the intent is 
that each outcome should resonate with each other in the final installation like a cyclic 
flow. The movement that is captured in the work is reignited in the viewer’s experience 
of the work. 
I approach my work via the processes first because the work isn’t guided primarily by 
form. This can be related to the Japanese ceramics movement known as ‘Sodeisha’ 
whereby the artists were guided by the materials rather than the conceptual idea or 
the form of the sculptures.20 For myself, technical details and skills in the studio have 
been learned in order to be able to freely move and execute the final work without 
                                                
20 Council Australian Gallery Directors, Sōdeisha, and Gallery Newcastle Region Art, Sodeisha: Avant-
Garde Japanese Ceramics (Sydney: Australian Gallery Directors Council, 1979), 4-5. 
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having to worry about ‘interruptions’. This mind-flow I feel is an important part of 
capturing a moment, be it as a breath, a swirl or a hand thumping down. Preparation 
of the materials first is important in order to be able to approach the work in this way. 
The Book of Tea by Okakura Kakuzō was inspiration in its introduction to Taoism and 
the “art of being in the world”.21 
Assemblage and form 
 
 
Figure 10. Anna Battersby, Assemblage maquettes of different materials, 2017. 
 
In my proposal, I wanted a rich experimental ‘playground’ for the elemental (fig.10). 
This is why the idea of the assemblage is working for me. In this arena, I am able to 
have individual, unique, quick or prolonged moments with the materials, which can 
later be re-interpreted and re-assembled to create larger more cohesively elemental 
                                                
21 Okakura Kakuzō, The Book of Tea: A Japanese Harmony of Art, Culture and the Simple Life (Angus 
& Robertson, 1932). 
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works, (such as in a proposed work titled Porcelain Slip, Cobalt Oxide, Erbium Oxide 
Glaze, Air & Water #3) fragmented, yet a whole.  
Although many aspects of the work involved chance, there are other components 
where I have employed a controlled approach, such as the decision to use the circular 
or spherical form. I am implementing this in the slip cast spherical-based forms, 
centrifugal wheel thrown components and the circular balls of clay transformed by 
gesturally embedded actions (fig.11). These all speak of an interpretation of the 
sphere (as associated with earth) but fragmented, and with boundaries removed, they 
are cracked, allowed to ooze, disform and reform into other shapes. The push-pull of 
my control and material agency is becomes an exploration point. 
 
 
Figure 11. Anna Battersby, Sketch of proposed work based on circular forms, 2017. 
 
The slip cast rounded forms are created with a spherical plaster mould (fig.12) that 
enables me to use the mould as a pathway for motion as the materials are physically 
swirled around it. Because of the spherical form, the results can be seen as seemingly 
endless motion rather than fixed, and may be likened to a distant landscape, a wave 
or a whirlpool for example (fig.13). This elemental imagery that occurs in the works 
becomes a reimagining of them in my forms, once again igniting the material 
imagination, as per Bachelard. The flatter slipcast works have a different kind of 
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energy (fig.14), whereby the final form is arrived at via the slip movement across the 
plaster, and then how it has curled and transformed in the kiln. 
 
Figure 12. Anna Battersby, Slip being swirled around spherical plaster mould, 2017. 
 
Figure 13. Anna Battersby Unfired half-sphere cast, 2017. 
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Figure 14. Anna Battersby, Movement in the kiln, 2017. 
 
 
Slipcasting poetics 
The processes become the key idea, over form or subject, and to a degree, dictate the 
form. The subject, as the elemental water here (fig.15), is portrayed through its own 
physical properties. Thick liquid clay and splashes of water and cobalt swim together 
on the surface of the flat plaster slab.  
I enter into the entanglement by tilting the board around, allowing the cobalt and water 
mixture to travel across the porcelain slip, sometimes submerging completely, and 
sometimes moving faster than it’s heavier clay bed, slipping underneath it to be 
captured by the plaster. The fluid mixture traverses the plaster ‘landscape’; almost 
trying to escape with the water it consists of and go as far as possible before the 
plaster absorbs it all. The surface patterns merge and change as the cobalt eventually 
settles slowly into its next form. 
 
  16 
 
Figure 15. Anna Battersby, Slipcasting process on flat plaster, 2017. 
 
As the air sets in and the moisture is drawn into the plaster, more water or slip drops 
plunge down by a flick of the hand or a tap of the finger creating a ripple effect and 
travelling slowly along in this thick flowing mixture. Their intended location always 
blurred and changed. 
The liquid moments are captured as the air stalls their travels.  
Gestural symbolism 
The body is but one of the blurred threads of the entangled life and therefore the 
gestures will ebb and flow in the works. They can appear as grounded pushed or 
dropped elements of the work which are there to support and counter the lighter, more 
ephemeral components of the work. They can also be softer moments in the porcelain 
materials. By adding gesture to the porcelain with light shining behind it, the gesture 
becomes light and soft. With the addition of a glaze, it also becomes sensuous and 
watery.  
Clay types and usage 
During the course of this year my interest in porcelain and slip casting has continued 
to grow. The softness, the whiteness and the translucency all work together to create 
a subtle elemental encounter. The thin spheres or semi-spheres of porcelain, for 
example (fig.16), become an ephemeral outcome of an encounter in the material.  
  17 
 
Figure 16. Anna Battersby, Thin porcelain semi spheres, 2017. 
  
Porcelain brings with it a long history and one that contains a notion of preciousness 
and purity. Because it is so refined, it seemingly attempts to elevate the raw earth into 
something more human made. This is true to a degree of course, but the porcelain is 
still just earth, minerals and other raw materials. This is how I like to use porcelain in 
my work. By showing that it is still elemental. Retaining the notion of preciousness is 
still a desired outcome of the porcelain as it relates to the preciousness of the 
elemental world we live in.  
The darker ironstone clay is my counterpoint to the porcelain. I like the way the 
extremes are side by side. They aren’t two totally different clay types though, as there 
is a need to fire them together. Sometimes the union allows them to crack each other 
in the firing, the entanglement of the materials at play. The ironstone clay has a larger 
amount of iron in it than other clay types, which symbolically links to the body (as in 
blood). In the elemental mindset we can foresee in the proposed Awakening (fig.17) 
the heavy clasp of the earth is reflected in the chunk of heavy dark ironstone clay 
weighted down, and the lightness and flow of the first awareness of the breath of air is 
seen in the light porcelain open vessels attached to it.  
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Figure 17. Anna Battersby, Sketch of proposed work alluding to ‘awakening’ in the elements, 2017. 
 
 
Colour, oxides and glazes 
I have used a lot of cobalt in my slipcast ceramics works. Chosen for its symbolic 
association with the elemental, it is not used as a surface decoration as seen in the 
historical ‘blue and white’ pottery.22 I instead combine the cobalt wash into the 
porcelain, creating a mixture, and therefore a fusion of materials.  
As there is a long history of cobalt use in ceramics, particularly with porcelain, any 
‘blue and white’ porcelain will of course reference this past.  For the viewer, a 
juxtaposition of the associated natural forms that come from the uncontrolled results 
can be compared with the historical porcelain. An understanding of material 
importance as opposed to cultural importance can therefore be read here, as I allow 
the elemental to become the subject of the work.  
I have continued to use cobalt as a material in my work, but have also added a 
number of new oxides known as the rare earth oxides (Erbium oxide, Praseodymium 
oxide and Neodymium oxide). Used in two ways – both in washes as per the cobalt or 
in translucent glazes.  
                                                
22 Edmund De Waal, The White Road: Journey into an Obsession, First American ed. (New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2015), 62. 
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Figure 18. Anna Battersby, Rare earth oxide glaze palette (left) and Surface tests (right), 2017 
 
 
When the rare earth oxides are in glaze form, they complement the cobalt and, as 
they are transparent, allow the clay beneath it to be seen (fig.18). This creates a soft 
sensuous glassy realm that floats across the surface of the clay body. The pastel 
colours seem to be another method to soften the hard porcelain and to cloak it in a 
watery layer.  
Poetically, the glaze creates a covering that is at once soft and still, and yet reflective 
and full of vibrancy in its matter. It draws in the viewer through its sumptuousness and 
prompts a search for what lies beneath the glaze. As likened to Bachelard’s “intimate” 
watery introspection, so too can the glaze suggest this kind of interiority. 23 
                                                
23 Bachelard, 6. 
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Entanglements 
The connection between the elemental, the material and myself is fittingly explored 
through Tim Ingold’s idea of “entanglement” whereby he views the world as a 
“meshwork” and reconfigures the idea of the ‘human in an environment’ instead to be 
an ‘unbounded entanglement of lines (of growth and movement) in fluid space’.24 This 
relates to earlier French philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s rhizome 
metaphor, which expresses a non-hierarchical, de-centered network whereby 
connections are always being made and remade.25 David Macaulay rather poetically 
connects us to the elemental in this rhizomatic way, whereby our “feet hurry on porous 
ground”, we “breathe, dream and think” in the air and we “mix with, swim in, absorb 
and consume the water” for example. He situates the human as firmly rhizomatic, and 
entangled with the elemental realm.26  
The idea of the entanglement of course is not one-dimensional, but intertwined and 
thick, much like Charles Darwin’s ‘entangled bank’ that Ingold often refers to in his 
writings.27 The results of my entanglement in ceramics are not about creating visual 
imagery of something entangled (like abstract lines or images of plants), but are about 
the entangling of the materials and myself. This entanglement is played out through 
the ceramics medium, which in itself may be seen as a microcosm for the elemental.  
Further research into the elemental in the field of ceramics, has me asking myself the 
questions: How have I equated my interactions with clay to my interactions 
(interconnectness, entanglements) with the elemental? And how have I expressed the 
idea though the materiality of the medium? 
In answering these questions, two parallel lines of enquiry have been brought to light. 
One is the elemental as perceived within the physical materiality of the ceramics 
medium (ceramics as a microcosm), and the other is conceptually investigating a 
phenomenological perception (or experience) of the elemental, which is then 
expressed symbolically through the materiality of ceramics. These can both be seen 
                                                
24 Ingold, 64. 
25 Deleuze and Guattari, 7, 21. 
26 Macauley, 134. 
27 Ingold, 84,163. 
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to work together creating multi-layered, materially interesting and symbolically rich 
outcomes in my work.  
  22 
Ceramics and the elemental 
The medium of ceramics has long been associated with the elemental; the clay of the 
earth and the ceramic transformations by fire are particularly strong associations.28 In 
this rudimentary way, one can perceive ceramics as being a microcosm for the 
elemental. Materially, both the clay and minerals of the glazes are the earth itself. Air 
can be seen as a transformative element that dries, shrinks and cracks the clay. The 
water, integral to the clay structure, helps the fluidity of the work arrive at a conclusion 
point, and the fire and air, in the heat of the kiln draws out the water, and through both 
chemical and physical reactions, transforms and hardens the other elemental aspects 
into the ceramic work.  
Ceramics is a tactile and elemental medium, which allows for direct contact with one’s 
hands or body and this connection is integral to expressing something of Ingold’s 
entanglement idea. By connecting the body with the material directly, a vibrancy and 
immediate bodily entry into the work can be experienced. For example, elbow marks, 
pinched surfaces and smeared petals of clay (fig.19) all have this vibrancy. 
 
 
Figure 19. Anna Battersby, Studio shots of gestural interactions with the clay, 2017. 
 
                                                
28 Philip Rawson, Ceramics (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1984), 23-25. 
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The methods that I employ with the ceramics medium speak of the elemental and 
there are parallels between the way I can work with the materials and the way I can 
perceive the elemental ‘realm’. The sensuousness of the materials allow for tactility 
and movement to be embodied in the work; the gestures and action that I apply to the 
clay find resonance not only in their immediate gestured marks, but also in the 
associated elemental imagery, such as grounding down and rising up again 
(earthbound, walking, gravity), an opening movement as done on the potters wheel, 
(receptive and light), or by the movement of slip over plaster, likened to water (fig.20). 
 
 
Figure 20. Anna Battersby, Process images of a grounding action (left), slip and cobalt movement 
(centre) and an opening action on the wheel (right), 2017. 
 
In allowing processes to be integral to the outcome of the work, I employ a level of 
chance. Alphonso Lingis suggests that when chance is an “agent” then nature can be 
perceived as a co-artist in the work.29 I would take this one step further and say that 
elemental chance will provide a particular authenticity that perhaps other chance 
encounters may not. By that I mean that by allowing the clay to be understood as 
earth or the slip to be water (by providing a visual connection), a very direct 
connection to the elemental can be made. This direct contact with the material is key 
to being able to reinterpret and provide the viewer with something of an elemental 
experience rather than just depicting one.  
                                                
29 Alphonso Lingis, "Seashells," in Elemental Sensuous: Phenomenology and Aesthetics, ed. Linda 
Ardito and John Murungi (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2016), 11. 
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The way that I interact with the clay describes a sensuous, elemental reading of my 
interactions in the world, my “being-in-the-world”30, in philosopher Martin Heidegger’s 
(1889-1976) terms. My aim is to work with the qualities of the materials, so for 
example, the soft plastic porcelain in its wet state is free and fluid and quickly shapes 
into form (gestural) (fig.21) rather than being ‘overworked’ in a way where the 
materiality is not seen by the viewer.  
 
 
Figure 21. Anna Battersby, Wheel thrown vessel components, 2017 
 
The processes by which each work has come to be is an integral part of the 
entanglement of myself and the material, such as via the swirling movement of slip 
around a mold, or gestural movement of my body into a prepared slab of clay, or a 
fluid motion in porcelain on the pottery wheel. The proposed works seek to explore 
this material entanglement that Ingold suggests we are also a part of by allowing the 
processes of creating the work to be laid bare. This is my entanglement with the 
ceramics medium, and the gesture and process marks bare the evidence of this. 
The ‘unfinished’ quality of some of the components is essential I feel for allowing the 
conversations to continue, and for allowing the ‘open-ended’ understanding of the 
elemental to be seen here. For example, the spherical slip works have raw, broken 
edges and where the clay is thicker in parts, cracks have occurred and been allowed 
                                                
30 Barbara Bolt, Heidegger Reframed: Interpreting Key Thinkers for the Arts (IB Tauris, 2010), 88. 
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to open in the kiln, under the heat. Within the ceramics works, where ‘things’ meet 
becomes extremely important. The boundaries and connections between different 
materials, glazes and forms are a huge part of the entanglements. This is important in 
connecting the moments I create in the forming of new values and interpretations of 
the elemental. 
 
 
Figure 22. Takeshi Yasuda, Large Bowl With Golden Interior, 2014, Qingbai Porcelain. Celadon, 10 x 
35cm, Accessed 9 October, 2017. https://www.adriansassoon.com/contemporary/large-bowl-with-
golden-interior-2014/ 
 
In looking at ceramicist Takeshi Yasuda’s porcelain work (fig.22), I can find some 
associations with my work and research. The glaze and colour can be seen as being 
used to indicate different elemental associations, perhaps deep earth on the interior 
and water on the exterior of the bowl. The fluidity of the work is captured through the 
artist’s processes. He uses gravity and chance to help create the fluid, energetic 
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motion of the work.31  Allowing the material, the process and the artist to collaborate 
together, the material comes to rest in place and consequently, the imperfect shape of 
the vessel and the raw or curled edges are left untouched as movement captured.  
In my work, the glazes are allowed to pool and also to deform thinner pieces. The 
ironstone clay is allowed to crack when pushed and slump down when over-fired. My 
ceramic works are not driven a controlled virtuosity. It is material driven. It is about my 
connection with material that highlights elemental entanglements. 
 
                                                
31 “Takeshi Yasuda: "Made in China" feature film about British potter”, YouTube video, 35:49, 
posted by “Goldmark Gallery”, November 28, 2013. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9MSxEAekY1U 
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Installation overview 
 
 
Figure 23. Anna Battersby, Studio shots of an overview of materials, forms and processes with notes, 
2017. 
 
Three distinctive types of works are envisioned for my ceramics installation. They 
consist materially of fired porcelain and ironstone clays, oxide washes, rare earth 
glazes and light. One type of work can be seen as the continuation of my Traces work 
from earlier in the year (fig.1) but on a larger and more exploratory manner. Created 
through slipcasting on a large flat plaster mould, these new works not only include the 
cobalt oxide as per the previous work, but also other materials new to my work, such 
as copper oxide or erbium oxide, ironstone clay additions and gestural markings. 
These works are to be wall hung and backlit to allow the markings and movements of 
the materials to be experienced, creating a soft, ephemeral reading of them.  
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The second type of work is also a continuation of the Traces works, which explores a 
similar process on custom made spherical moulds, whereby I am able to swirl the slip 
and oxide around to create the work, blind to the final pieces thus allowing the 
material entanglement to play out. The incomplete porcelain spheres or sweeps that 
result from the movement in the mould are displayed together. Some are left 
intentionally unglazed, others glazed internally for a seductive interior.  
The third type of elemental exploration is the assemblage works. These consist of a 
number of pieces such as the gestural ironstone clay bases that may have added to 
them the porcelain wheel thrown open bowls, re-assembled to allow for a fluid 
multiplicity of interpretations of the works.  
The colourful yet translucent glazes I am applying across many of the works allow for 
all the previous movements and processes to be visible yet softly captured beneath 
the glossy, watery surface. With the addition of lighting, the objective is for the mixture 
of clays and the glazes to bring about a soft swampiness in the appearance of the 
work, whereby boundaries are intentionally made unclear in order to generate a soft 
and detailed sensory experience. 
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Figure 24. Anna Battersby, Sketch of proposed installation of works, 2017. 
 
Installed works should feel connected, but are not physically too close to each other 
(fig.24). When viewed as a whole, the works reference the elemental in terms of a 
sense of scale. They are readable not only from afar but also intimately, as one gets 
closer to each smaller work, each viewpoint becomes equally important.  
It is a personal connection that I would hope the viewer can make with the work, one 
in which they visually can trace the paths of the material processes and gain an 
awareness of the entanglement of the materials, and also the inference of themselves 
in this entanglement via movement and gesture marks in the works. Some of the 
works are intended to be displayed close to eye level or hand level to visually and 
sensorially resonate with the body of the viewer. Other works may be on the wall or 
close to the floor, allowing the eye to travel across the works, and the body to move 
past them. As David Macaulay’s phenomenological investigations suggest, walking 
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can be opening oneself up to the ‘elemental sensuous’32, and I anticipate that this too 
is an implication within the installation. 
My work distills ambiguous elemental forces and experiences into real personal 
moments in the materials. By doing so, the visual imagery within the surfaces and 
forms of the work, through its own materiality, expresses both the immense and the 
intimate associations of the elemental. The materiality and the elemental are one.  
 
 
 
                                                
32 David Macauley, "Elemental Beauty: Walking the Sensuous Surface of the Earth," in Elemental 
Sensuous: Phenomenology and Aesthetics, ed. Linda Ardito and John Murungi (Newcastle upon 
Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2016), 35. 
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Material Poetics and Processes 
The sensuous elemental 
Throughout my research of New Materialism and Vibrant Matter into a more 
phenomenological interpretation, I came to an understanding of the elemental as 
something almost indefinable, and a space whereby boundaries are indistinct and 
fluid. This is reflected in the materiality of my work, whereby the gestural marks merge 
with the slip material, the transparency of the rare earth glazes soften the cobalt 
movement lines in the porcelain, but do not conceal them, and the soft glossy colours 
both link and separate the units of work, creating fluid boundaries (fig.25).  
 
Figure 25. Anna Battersby, Studio shots of various materials, 2017. 
 As Lingis writes, ‘The elements are unfragmented and fathomless’.33 His writings on 
the elemental in The Imperative are poetic and sensuous, and he also writes of the 
elemental as a physical reality in which we all live, not as more abstract 
                                                
33 Alphonso Lingis, The Imperative (Indiana University Press, 1998), 19. 
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understandings of the elemental whereby the human being is seen as somehow 
separate from these. This is visible in my works as the everyday elemental 
experiences such as waking, breathing or walking inspire and inform a distinct part of 
the work, either within the installation itself or in the actions within the materials or 
symbolically through forms. 
Some other elemental experiences I am drawing from: 
o walking in the sand  
o bare feet on ground 
o deep breaths 
o sweat and cooling breeze 
o awakening 
o absorbing light 
o grounding (repose, fall, drop) 
o immersing in water 
 
Lingis describes the elemental as “free-floating adjectives”, such as “dark, luminous or 
sustaining”.34 He describes the joy of life in such things as experiencing the light, 
sensing the ground and being open to the air working around us as forces.35 It is the 
intersection of this indefinable ‘space’ and the materiality of our elemental world 
(which extends into our own bodies), which plays out in my work. For example, in 
looking at the interactions with the clay create a physically open work (such as a bowl) 
that may be attached to a reposed or grounded gestural base suggesting a 
transformation in awareness and movement (fig.26). The two clay types engage with 
each other, assembled together to create new meanings. Again the ephemeral is 
captured in the permanent whereby the works are moments of transition fixed in time. 
The softness of the glazes and the translucency of the porcelain both help to soften 
the boundaries between the clay types and the form variations. They are also related 
to the body in terms of a softness of flesh, and translucency of skin.  
                                                
34 Ibid., 14. 
35 Ibid., 17. 
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Figure 26. Anna Battersby, Maquettes for proposed work alluding to ‘awakening’ in the elements, 2017. 
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Sensuous ceramics 
Ceramics, as envisioned through the elemental, can be understood as vibrant, 
agential and interconnected. As professor Tom Sparrow surmises from Lingis’s work;  
The elements that give life to each one of us by offering themselves as the very 
stuff of our existence are sensuous material—luminosity, tactility, and sonority 
bathe our sensitive bodies. As the real source of our nourishment, they lend us 
sensibility and illuminate our world.”36 
By creating works that allude to these experiences, I hope to reignite the sensory 
experience within the viewer. As Phillip Rawson says, who writes eloquently of 
ceramics, works can create a “memory trace” of a sensuous past encounter in the 
viewer.37 
Rawson explains that with some ceramics the “affinity with the earth”38 is not hidden or 
concealed in some way. This can be seen in the works of the Japanese avant-garde 
Sodeisha artists. Their works can often be raw, rough, and unglazed allowing for a 
sensory bond with the clay material.39 The earthy quality of clay, often seen in cracks 
and gestural markings, is not hidden but explored to create new material to 
artist/viewer connections, such as in Yagi Kuzuo’s work (fig.28). This approach could 
be compared to the other end of the spectrum whereby ceramic works might 
physically appear to “transcend so far as possible the earthly nature of ceramic 
materials”, for example, as with the refined porcelain and pure glazes which come out 
of our industrialised world. Rawson promotes a kind of middle ground, one that 
doesn’t dismiss the transformations and nuances that can come via technology, but 
also one that remembers the very substance that the work is. Clay.40  
 
 
                                                
36 Tom Sparrow, "Bodies in Transit: The Plastic Subject of Alphonso Lingis," Janus Head 10, no. 1 
(2007): 69. 
37 Rawson, 16. 
38 Ibid., 12-13. 
39 Edmund De Waal, "High Unseriousness: Artists and Clay," A secret history of clay: From Gauguin to 
Gormley  (2004): 48. 
40 Rawson, 12-13. 
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Figure 27. Figure 28. Yagi Kazuo, Monument: Queen Consort, 1961, Shigaraki stoneware with fire-
colour pigment, 704.85 x 241.3 x 79.375mm, “Crawling though mud: avant-garde ceramics in postwar 
Japan” Studio Potter 33, no. 1 (2004): 26-41, 36. 
 
My ceramic works are based around this middle ground approach Rawson describes, 
but the duality is laid bare. For example, thin delicate porcelain, sits alongside more 
rudimentary gestural moments applied to the works, as seen in the assemblage works 
(see earlier fig.26). Here I am seeking a comparison or leveling of the human material 
agencies, one where the hierarchy Rawson describes doesn’t really exist. A New 
Materialist understanding of the work influences this. Areas of rougher, gestural clay 
sit alongside highly refined rare earth oxide glazes, transforming the appearance of 
the clay. No matter the level of refinement of materials used, it is valid to argue that 
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the vibrancy of these materials will come to the fore. This is because I am not using 
the materials to mimic another material. Their own inherent elemental materiality is the 
key subject of the works. The softness of the colours equate to the soft, blurred 
boundaries of forms, but also the residues of encounters for the viewer, which merge 
and fold upon one another through the passing of time and the echoes of memory. 
 
 
Figure 29. Anna Battersby, Neodymium oxide glaze on porcelain and copper slip (left) and 
Praseodymium oxide glaze on porcelain and cobalt slip (right), 2017. 
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Conclusion 
 
Through my research, both theoretical and practical, I have found that my interactions 
with the clay and my interactions with the elemental may be perceived as both one 
and the same. Through researching the agency and vibrancy of matter, the notion of 
entanglements and rhizomatic frameworks, it has been illuminated to me that the 
interweaving of the elemental, the materials and ourselves may allow us to view the 
materials and forces of the world in a different light and potentially create greater 
empathy and sensitivity towards these.  
In accessing a phenomenological interpretation, we can contemplate the elemental in 
terms of our own bodies and experiences, within and of the elements.  The elemental 
becomes a sensuous realm, which, once one’s eyes are open to it, can be accessed 
at any time, place or moment. The recognition of this can ‘nourish’41 us, as Lingis 
suggests, as we intentionally seek out these elemental experiences. 
It is this mindset I engage with when I experience the elemental through the materials 
in my ceramic explorations. The shifting in perception allows for a change in the way I 
view and therefore interact with the materials, providing one with this elemental 
nourishment. I engage with the materials in such a way that they embody associations 
that come directly from their own inherent materiality. Interconnectedness plays out in 
my work by allowing shifting positions in the materials and concepts and allowing fluid, 
ambiguous interactions between material, gesture and symbolism to occur.  
I have found that the transformative processes of the ceramics medium succinctly 
allow an elemental interpretation of the works by the viewer. By limiting the methods 
and forms, and by not having any finite predetermined outcomes, I have been able to 
focus in on the materials in detail, allowing their inherent elemental properties to come 
to the fore. The vibrancy of these materials discovered through my elemental 
entanglements will continue to inspire my ceramic work now and in the future. 
 
                                                
41 Lingis, The Imperative, 17. 
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Appendix 
Graduation Show Work 
Anna Battersby, Elemental Entanglements (installation shot), 2017, Porcelain, Cobalt Oxide, Copper 
Oxide, Ironstone, Neodymium Oxide, Praseodymium Oxide, Erbium Oxide, Rare Earth Oxide Glazes, 
Fluorescent Lights, LED Lights, Photo © Anna Battersby. 
40 
Anna Battersby, Elemental Entanglements (wall installation detail), 2017, Porcelain, Copper Oxide, 
Neodymium Oxide, Erbium Oxide, Rare Earth Oxide Glazes, LED Lights, Photo © Anna Battersby. 
Anna Battersby, Elemental Entanglements (Wall work #2 detail), 2017, Porcelain, Cobalt Oxide, Copper 
Oxide, Rare Earth Oxide Glazes, LED Lights, Photo © Ivan Kladnig. 
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Anna Battersby, Elemental Entanglements (Plinth work details), 2017, Porcelain, Cobalt Oxide, Copper 
Oxide, Rare Earth Oxide Glazes, Fluorescent Lights, Photo © Ivan Kladnig. 
